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This is a National Health and Housing Disaster 
Tonight, up to 4,700 people in Toronto won't have a bed of their own to sleep in. About 





4,200 will find shelter in a hostel, leaving the rest to sleep outside as the temperature 
drops to about 5 C. That's a national disaster and all levels of government must take 
immediate emergency action, according to a Toronto-based coalition of social activists, 
academics and business people. Urban homelessness deserves the same attention 
governments paid to victims of last winter's ice storms in Eastern Canada, says the 
Toronto disaster relief committee in its appeal to be released today. ‘This is a national 
disaster," said Cathy Crowe, a community health nurse in downtown Toronto. “The 
extent of human suffering and the number of people dying is unacceptable." 
Crowe, a spokesperson for the committee, says governments are ignoring the threat of 
diseases such as tuberculosis, HIV/AIDS and hepatitis, which are related to people's 
homelessness. The disaster relief committee is calling for mobile homes in city parks, 
opening emergency infirmaries for the sick and pouring more money into community 
agencies that provide emergency food, shelter and counselling to the homeless. 
““Morally, economically, socially and legally, we cannot allow homelessness to become 
‘normal in Canadian life," the group says. 

Cathy Crowe, Nurse, Toronto Star, October 8, 1998 
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Immediate Emergency Relief Required 
“Tf immediate emergency action isn't taken, the carnage on our streets this winter will be 





devastating," said coalition member John Andras, vice-president of Research Capital 
Corp. As head of Project Warmth, Andras has been scrambling to collect 30,000 sleeping 
bags - 10,000 more than last year - to help those living on the streets ward off the cold 
this winter. But Andras, one of numerous business people who have joined the disaster 
relief cause, worries that the sleeping bag campaign could be in vain. *‘Quite frankly, a 
sleeping bag may not be enough this winter," he said. ‘Clearly, the homeless situation is 
worsening daily at an alarming rate as the factors creating it remain unchecked," the 
coalition said. 

John Andras, Research Capital Corp., Toronto Star, October 8, 1998 


Not Any Worse than Last Year 
Several hundred people, many of them homeless, crowded into a downtown church 





yesterday morning to call on all governments to declare homelessness a national disaster. 
They were adding their voices to those of more than 150 national organizations and 350 
individuals from across the country who have already endorsed the declaration prepared 
by the Toronto disaster relief committee. In Ottawa, GTA minister David Collenette 
stopped short of calling homelessness a national disaster, but offered the Moss Park and 
Fort York armouries as shelters on this winter's coldest nights. “AII this has been 
possible because of the moral outrage of citizens such as yourselves, that homelessness 
must be ended," committee spokesperson Cathy Crowe told the crowd at the church. But 
Premier Mike Harris, in Hamilton last night, said “I don't know whether it's a national 
state of emergency at this point of time. I don't know whether it's any worse than last 
year.” 

Premier Mike Harris, Toronto Star, October 9, 1998 


We Can't Go On This Way 
“Tt is wrong that because detox beds are full in this city that people are made to languish 





on the sidewalks,” Crowe said. “It is wrong that a woman with HIV infection or AIDS is 
forced to live ina shelter. It is wrong for police to jail poor people just because they have 
no money for housing and have to sleep in a park, panhandle or squeegee," she said as the 
church erupted in applause. The homeless, who were offered a hot breakfast of pancakes 
and sausages before the event, seemed pleased that so many people were taking up their 
cause. “I've lost a lot of friends to cold and drugs,” said Terence Beal, 39, who has HIV 
and who has lived on and off the streets for more than 10 years. “I think we need a 
change. We can't go on this way.” 

Terence Beal, Toronto Star, October 9, 1998 
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This Disaster was Predicted and Predictable 
Declaring homelessness a disaster will prompt governments to move quickly with 





emergency shelter, food and medical support like they did during the 1997 Manitoba 
flood and during last winter's ice storm, said noted scholar Ursula Franklin. “But in 
contrast to the ice storm, this is a man-made disaster,” she said. “This is not the result of 
coincidence or unforeseen or unforeseeable natural events. This disaster was predicted 
and predictable.” 

Ursula Franklin, Toronto Star, October 9, 1998 


Cities, Find Your Own Solutions 
The provincial government's much-touted plan to tackle Ontario's homeless crisis landed 





yesterday - with a giant thud. It was immediately branded ‘pitiful’ by critics. The 22-page 
report calls on all parties in the community, from shelter workers to police to municipal 
officials to help combat the problem. But it ultimately leaves responsibility for any real or 
decisive action on the doorstep of municipalities. Toronto Councillor Jack Layton said he 
was flabbergasted" by how the report's team of five MPPs chose to state the obvious 
and failed to offer any solid ideas. *‘They say: ‘Cities, we want you to work on the 
problem.' They don't say anything about what they should do. And they tell the cities to 
get people off the streets and put them into the hostels. But the hostels are full." A call 
went out earlier this week - in a declaration prepared by the Toronto disaster relief 
committee - for all governments to declare the level of homelessness a national 
disaster.... MPP Jack Carroll, author of the report and parliamentary assistant to 
Community and Social Services Minister Janet Ecker, said it gives cities and towns the 
control they sought. “We have given them the right and the ability to find their own 
solutions. That's what we heard them asking for.” ... Carroll, MPP for Chatham-Kent, 
said the report's release on a Friday afternoon before a long weekend just one day after 
the homeless situation was labelled a ‘‘national disaster" is purely coincidental. 


Provincial Task Force on Homelessness, Toronto Star, October 10, 1998 
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Guaranteeing Adequate Food, Clothing and Shelter 





Homelessness made it to the front pages last week. The media sat up and took notice after 
the Toronto Disaster Relief Committee declared a national state of emergency and called 
for urgent intervention to ease the plight of the growing army of homeless forced to live 
on the streets, not just in Toronto, but across the country. The danger is that most of the 
coverage focused on immediate needs. Buried was the committee's equally urgent 
demand for new social housing to head off homelessness in the long run.... Morality 
insists that we shield those living on the street from a frozen death in the bitter winter 
being forecast. But, unless government swings back into action, the cry for short-term, 
patchwork relief will remain an annual event. Canada has signed the 1966 international 
covenant guaranteeing ‘‘adequate food, clothing and shelter" for every citizen. As a first 
step toward honouring that commitment, the powers-that-be should be required to spend 
a sub-zero night or two on the street. At least they'd quickly come to grips with the 
concept of basic ‘‘adequate shelter." Not a bad start. 

Colin Vaughan, columnist, Toronto Star, October 12, 1998 


Welfare Cuts Are ‘Good' for the Homeless 
The government's cuts to welfare rates will ultimately help Ontario's homeless people to 





build a life off the streets, Social Services Minister Janet Ecker said yesterday. “I think 


199 


there are many causes why someone may be homeless,” Ecker told reporters. “I do not 
believe that our welfare policies are contributing to that. In fact, our welfare policies are 
getting more people off welfare and into paying jobs.” Ecker was responding to the 
critics of a task force report prepared by her parliamentary secretary Jack Carroll and 
released last Friday. The minister applauded the report, which she said offers cities and 
towns in the province the freedom to spend money for the homeless where the local 
demands exist. “I know our critics are very fond of saying it's all because of what this 
government did on this thing or that thing; it's not that simple,” Ecker said of the growing 
number of people sleeping on the streets. 


Ontario Social Services Minister Ecker, Toronto Star, October 14, 1998 


Page 5 of 12 


A Courageous and Important Act 
"This call for a state of emergency is a courageous and important act," said Councillor 





Jack Layton (Don River), chair of the city's task force on homelessness. "We are now the 
only country in the developed world that has no national program at all to put a roof over 
the heads of the most-vulnerable, lowest-income people in our community.” ... “We will 
be the first city council to join this fight and declare an emergency ... we will create a 
national movement to bring a housing policy to this country and put an end to 
homelessness," he added. 

Councillor Jack Layton, Toronto Star, October 29, 1998 


Hostels Are Not the Answer 
“Let me tell you - the province and the federal government don't know what they're in for 





when we get rolling on this because there's no letting up,” [Mayor Mel] Lastman said. “I 
want housing, I don't want hostels. Hostels are not the answer, it's housing that's the 
answer.” ... Lastman took direct aim at [Prime Minister] Chrétien for his lack of 
leadership on the homeless issue. “I don't know if anyone knows where the Prime 
Minister is. Does anybody get to talk to him? Where is he and what does he do? There's 
no way to get to this guy and there's no way to talk to this guy.” 

Mayor Mel Lastman, Toronto Star, October 29, 1998 


Why Call it a National Disaster? 
The motion passed almost unanimously, with only Councillor Doug Holyday (Markland- 





Centennial) voting against it. “I guess I disagree that calling (homelessness) a national 
disaster is going to help solve the problem,” Holyday said. 
Councillor Doug Holyday, Toronto Star, October 29, 1998 


More Boondoggles and Ripoffs is Not a Solution 
Premier Mike Harris said he supports the council motion if it's to raise awareness of the 





problem, but not if it's simply to get money from Ottawa or urge Queen's Park to build 
more social housing. “To say governments should build more housing and have more 
boondoggles and ripoffs is not a solution,” Harris told reporters in Thunder Bay. 

Ontario Premier Mike Harris, Toronto Star, October 29, 1998 
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It Will Bring Attention to the Plight of the Homeless 
“The problem with council motions and resolutions is that they don't always have the 





substance to address the problem,” Jim Watson, the mayor of Ottawa, said yesterday. 
“Calling this a disaster issue talks about the problem. It will bring attention to the plight 
of the homeless, but I'm not sure it will solve the root problems that homeless people 
have.” 

Ottawa Mayor Jim Watson, National Post, October 29, 1998 


In Essence we Have a State of Emergency 
“We haven't declared a state of emergency here,” said Sue Mallon, the Calgary housing 





official, “but in essence that's what we have, because the business community is backing 
us by saying ‘it's a disgrace that in our city we should have so many people living on the 


999 


street.’” ... Calgary city officials say roughly 1,000 people bed down each night in city 
shelters or sleep on the street. That number is up 38% from last year, says Ms. Mallon. 


Sue Mallon, City of Calgary, National Post, October 29, 1998 


Harris and Chrétien Appear Unaware and Unconcerned 
Homelessness has gone mainstream in Toronto. Thank God. And thank the relentless 





antics of the activists and victims of this urban crisis, who wouldn't let us forget the 
growing underclass.... Thank Cathy Crowe, a “street nurse" who refuses to accept the 
horrible conditions she sees in homes across this city, and heads the Toronto Disaster 
Relief Committee that spearheads the movement to have homelessness declared a 
national disaster.... By joining hands with the community to tell Queen's Park and 
Ottawa that homelessness has reached disastrous proportions in urban areas, Toronto City 
Council has owned up to the problem, named it for what it is and issued a desperate call 
for help, on behalf of its citizens.... The mayor has the support of Toronto residents, now 
fed up with the growing multitudes of people forced into this debilitating and 
dehumanizing condition. It was ordinary people, academics and social service providers, 
who supported the activists and street people at council this week, swelling the numbers 
to near 500. The response of Ontario's housing minister, however, is instructive for its 
callous insensitivity.... Whatever the politics, most residents now draw a clear line of 
responsibility to the provincial government for the homeless problem. And they hold 
Ottawa equally culpable. Homelessness is right in our faces, downtown and uptown. The 
mayor is embarrassed. Citizens are ashamed. And all the time, Harris and Prime Minister 
Jean Chrétien appear unaware and unconcerned. In 1990, Finance Minister Paul Martin, 
then chair of a Liberal opposition party national task force on housing, concluded: **The 
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lack of affordable housing contributes to and accelerates the cycle of poverty, which is 
reprehensible in a society as rich as ours." Now that Mr. Martin is in a position to do 
something about the federal government's *‘reprehensible" inaction, he needs to be 
reminded of his then justifiable outrage. 

Royson James, columnist, Toronto Star, October 29, 1998 


An Increased Awareness of the Problem Across the Country 
The federal Liberal cabinet is considering a sweeping new strategy to fight homelessness 





in Toronto and across the country, The Star has learned. Key to the plan would be the 
creation of a powerful cabinet committee within Prime Minister Jean Chrétien's 
government to co-ordinate plans by various ministers to battle the crisis, sources said. 
“There's an increased awareness of the problem. It's a very important issue across the 
country,” Jennifer Lang, a spokesperson for Chrétien, said last night. Several senior 
Liberals favour striking a new urban affairs committee of cabinet to first tackle the 
Toronto homelessness crisis.... The discussions come barely a week after Toronto City 
Council passed a resolution declaring homelessness *”’a national disaster.” 

Spokesperson for Prime Minister Jean Chrétien, Toronto Star, November 4, 1998 


We Have a Severe National Problem 
“This is an issue that crosses a lot of departmental lines and we hope to get some 





concerted response,” Collenette [federal minister for the Greater Toronto Area] said 
yesterday in an interview. “We have to deal with the homeless no matter where they are. I 
certainly think it's a severe national problem and all of us have to work together to find a 
solution.” ... “Any ideas about the operation of government are really up to the Prime 
Minister. That's his business as to how he structures the problem. As to whether he wants 
to have special committees of cabinet, that's up to him,” Collenette said.... “Obviously, 
the provincial government is a big player here and we haven't heard much from them,” he 
said.... “We all want to try to deal with this problem. We don't want to sweep it under 
the rug. There are different jurisdictions and different priorities. But I think the province 
(of Ontario) is a big player here.” 

MP David Collenette, Toronto Star, November 4, 1998 


Page 8 of 12 


A Stinging Indifference to Suffering 
The existence of so many homeless people in Canada's largest and wealthiest city is a 





scandal. Their plight reflects a tragedy for the people themselves and a blight on 
Torontonians' shiny image of their city.... The problem may be more acute and visible in 
Toronto, but it exists in most of Canada's major cities.... This is, after all, an emergency 
with accompanying personal tragedies.... This is a federal government whose leader, 
after all, once claimed to have spoken to a homeless person. Prime Minister Jean Chrétien 
couldn't exactly remember the time or place of the conversation but insisted it had 
occurred. So, by his own admission, Mr. Chrétien has at least a fleeting familiarity with 
the situation.... As for the Harris government, its attitude, as in so many other matters, is 
marked by a stinging indifference to suffering.... Whatever noblesse oblige used to exist 
in the old Tory party of Ontario, it is now but a pale shadow of its former self. 

Jeffrey Simpson, columnist, The Globr and Mail, November 4, 1998 


The Number of Deaths will Horrify Us All 
Poverty activist John Clarke says this will be the worst winter yet, because there are so 





many more homeless. “We are going to start to see people turn up dead on our streets 
from the cold in numbers that will horrify and amaze us all,” he said.... He compared the 
city's homeless situation to a natural disaster such as an earthquake. “If a hurricane or 
earthquake struck this city, the victims would be sheltered in a matter of hours and 
rehoused within weeks," he wrote. Clarke, an organizer with the Ontario Coalition 
Against Poverty, says the city's promise to phase in more beds and open additional 
shelters for the homeless next month is unacceptable. 

John Clarke, Ontario Coalition Against Poverty, Toronto Star, November 4, 1998 


Suburban Shelter Filled to Capacity Every Night 
“There's still a belief out there that there is no homeless problem in York Region, but we 





have a lot of poor people here, too,” said Monica Auerbach, executive director of Porter 
Place and the adjoining family hostel, Leeder Place.... Auerbach said the men's shelter is 
filled to capacity every night, with 25 men in single rooms and another three sleeping on 
cots in the boardroom. “In October alone, I turned away 65 men,” she said. “Where do 
they go? I don't know, but I can tell you that in York Region, we have people living in 
cars, in ravines and fields.” 

Monica Auerbach, Toronto Star, November 4, 1998 
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Oshawa’s Three Shelters are Full 
“We have people who don't have homes of their own, or who are temporarily in 





shelters,”’ said Durham Region Councillor Brian Nicholson, who is also chair of the 
finance committee. “And we have a smattering of people from the Whitby Psychiatric 
Centre, who are unable to immediately find accommodation. And some kids who hang 
around the corner doughnut store and drink coffee all night. But do we have people 
sleeping on street corners on a regular basis? No. We do not have the Toronto-style 
homeless.” But Nicholson warns that the area's three shelters, all in Oshawa, one each 
for men, women and young people, are full and he says money for expansion or to 
provide new accommodation is not in the cards. 

Durham Region Councillor Brian Nicholson, Toronto Star, November 4, 1998 


Lets Wait for Another Study 
Prime Minister Jean Chrétien will wait for an official study on the problem of 





homelessness in Toronto [not due until January] before responding to Mayor Mel 
Lastman's challenge to visit the city's cold streets. A spokesperson for the Prime Minister 
made it clear, however, that Ottawa recognizes the problem of homelessness in urban 
centres. Jennifer Lang said Chrétien would wait to study the report of a task force on the 
homeless headed by Anne Golden and due to report in January. *‘We recognize it's an 
urgent situation and we appreciate the depth of the mayor's concern," she said yesterday. 
Lastman had called Chrétien's office Wednesday to appeal to the Prime Minister to come 
to Toronto and view the situation first-hand. Lastman said he would show the Prime 
Minister “the horrible, awful" situation on city streets, any time, day or night, whenever 
Chrétien's schedule allowed. ‘People are going to freeze to death on our streets," 
Lastman said.... Outside the motel where he spoke, a couple of dozen protesters 
serenaded Chrétien with the chorus to “Take Me Out to the Ballgame" - “It's one, two, 
three strikes you're out, at the old ballgame." That was a reference to Chrétien's Ottawa 
speech Monday in which he likened himself to slugger Mark McGwire and said, like the 
home-run champ, he would come out of his slump. 

Prime Minister Chrétien, Toronto Star, November 6, 1998 
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Not a Sexy Cause for Bay St.; It's So Easy for Us to Walk by Them 
Prime Minister Jean Chrétien batted back Mayor Mel Lastman's challenge to come visit 





Toronto and see the city's homeless - generally thought to number about 5,000 - for 
himself. Chrétien said he was waiting for the official study by Anne Golden's task force 
on the homeless, due in January. Many believe that will be too late for many of the 
homeless and as the temperature finally dropped this week, the worst fears of advocates 
for the homeless were realized. Howard became the fifth street person to die outdoors in 
as many weeks. Kathleen (Katt) Hart was slain one day before him; her body was stashed 
in a dumpster in the shadow of the Bay St. financial district. The bodies of two more 
homeless were found late last month at Queen near Sherbourne Sts. and Vernon Crow 
was found dead Oct. 2 at Huron and Dundas Sts. But Richard Howard died on Bay St., 
Canada's road to riches, the address of this country's wealthiest corporations. Here - or 
close by - is where the powerful, the profitable banks erected towering testaments to their 
affluence and influence.... “There are so many things Bay St. could be doing - and 
aren't. They are making mega-dollars but you don't see charity dollars growing,” says one 
highly placed corporate insider who requested anonymity. Besides, the insider says, the 
homeless aren't sexy. They're not one of the high-profile causes generating priceless 
publicity and good corporate public relations, such as the downtown run for breast 
cancer, the upcoming annual CANFAR $500-a-ticket gala evening to benefit AIDS 
research, the outlandishly glamourous Brazilian Ball. “But there has to be a balance. A 
head office does have to lead and it has to show caring for the homeless,” says the 
insider. “It's so easy for us to walk by them.” 

anonymous Bay St. ‘insider’, Toronto Star, November 8, 1998 


Don't Sit There and Talk About It ... Do Something 
“My wife and I [Dennis Flarity] live in a doorway in a laneway. Have for two years. Last 





winter my wife got pneumonia four times. We went to St. Mike's, there was no bed. They 
sent her to a women's shelter and she came home after four days.” At the other end of the 
table, committee chair and Councillor John Filion (North York Centre), looks up. Flarity 
meets his eyes. Councillor Irene Jones (Lakeshore-Queensway) reddens and looks down. 
For the first time all afternoon, the room is completely silent. “We use the Queen St. 
Centre but we have no access to any kind of health care. I lost an eye because of living on 
the street, I had a jaw broken because of living on the street, I lost a quarter of my 
stomach because of living on the street.” He says 10 of his friends have died, and too 
many more are dying from living outside. He says they all should be able to get more 
health care, even if it's just for pneumonia. His voice has been clear and strong, it slips a 
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little here. It's clear his wife's health is a worry to him. He tells the board [Toronto Board 
of Health] they have the power to do something. All he and his friends can do is talk and 
hope they are heard. He's one of the few people there who doesn't sound angry, but his 
voice grows louder as he ends. “I'm pleading with you. Don't sit there and talk about it,” 
he says. “Please. Do something.” 

Dennis Flarity, Toronto Star, November 11, 1998 
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